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P
ublic demonstrations and protests in support of human and civil rights of
all sorts have always formed a vital part in the life of democratic states.
From the 1960s onwards, in particular, there has been a steady develop-
ment of a culture of protest with concrete politics and a discernible aesthetic.
Citizens have learned to be involved in civic action as actors/activists, abandon-
ing the role of the on-looker or a mere flâneur and becoming instead responsible
witnesses and participants in civic life (see Etchells 1999; Kershaw1999; Hop-
kins et al 2009). Their new role has much in common with the theory and practice
of contemporary performance art, but it is also an extension of the performative
nature of the contemporary mediatized, post-capitalist societies (Kershaw 6, 13).
The introduction of performativity in all aspects of social life—those which com-
ply with the system and those which turn against it—has become the object of
study for the social sciences, as much as for performance studies and urban stud-
ies, and has led to the emergence of a new hybrid discourse concerning the in-
teractivity between art, activism, citizenry, and the polis. Along with militant
artistic interventions and more direct violent power struggles and conflicts
(which form the two faces of public protest witnessed in the terrain of the city),
there is now an efficient theoretical framework which analyzes and interprets
this civic practice of protest in juxtaposition to the concomitant performative
tactics deployed by the authorities. This new, interdisciplinary discourse enables
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Since 2008, when the recent global economic crisis first broke out, Greece
has been shaken by escalating violence in a series of massive public
protests, often derailing into riots with fatal results. Far from demonizing
or spectacularizing the recent Greek riots, I will analyze them within the
contemporary political civic practices and the parallel theoretical discourse
describing the politics of antagonism between active citizens, the state and
the media in all performative democratic societies. With brief reference to
similar devastating riots the world over the article stresses the spectacular
dynamics of public protest and points to the strategic appropriation of the
new media for a more effective reclaim of the urban space and a renegoti-
ation of civic and national mythologies (such as fear and insecurity) pro-
moted by the authorities.
us to conduct a double inquiry: on the one hand, to identify the various opposi-
tional groups and the politics of their anti-government or anti-official culture up-
rising and, on the other hand, to dig into the performance politics of the authorities
and the official culture for the imposition of order and control. In the second part
of the investigation, the police (through the use of physical violence) and the
media and politicians (through symbolic manipulation) are all seen as allies in
power, in a common effort to dismantle popular collective activity and suppress
social unrest. Their most prominent and treacherous tactic of manipulation is the
spread of a culture of fear, a mythology of general insecurity, and unreasonable,
superstitiously holistic terror (see Furedi 2006; and Erickson 2012). 
This new discursive formation concerning the antagonistic performances of
the authorities and the public in contemporary civic life is applicable to the be-
havioral attitudes of all performative democracies. The latest examples of such
manifestations of public protest and power clash came from such geographically
disparate places as New York (with the “Occupy Wall Street” movement), the
London riots, and the Spanish Indignados occupy-square movement. They were
all the result of the deepening global economic crisis and, despite territorial and
demographic differences, they all shared common features in performative tactics
both on the side of the protesters and on that of the enforcement of the law.
Since 2008, the year when the first international bank scandal broke out, re-
sulting in the first serious global economic crisis, Greece has been shaken by es-
calating violence in a series of massive public protests which are still in progress.
Occasional deaths occurred. In December 2008, a young fifteen-year-old student,
Alexis Grigoropoulos, was shot dead by two police officers, giving rise to an
unprecedented riot outburst never known before; in the violent uprising of May
2010 three bank employees were trapped in their burning building and suffocated
to death; in March 2012 a seventy-seven-year-old pensioner (a pharmacist) ter-
minated his life by shooting himself in public in the middle of Syntagma Square
as the public anger for the austerity measures taken against the Greek people
reached its peak. Such tragic casualties have been so far the excruciating climax
in a series of brutalities committed when what started as peaceful, often artistic,
interventions, and marches degenerated into physical violence between protesters
and the police, vandalism, arson, and looting. 
More or less like Italy and unlike other Western democracies, Greece has
always had a vigorous left-wing opposition and a strong leftist legacy in inter-
minable demonstrations and public marches in the name of all kinds of world-
wide ideological causes. The spectacle of red banners, provocative anti-author-
ity slogans written on posters or dispatched in rhythmic vocals, shouting pro-
testers disrupting the traffic and creating chaos in everyday life quite unpre-
dictably have been accepted as a routine of colorful street-theatre in Greek city
life since the fall of the junta in 1974. However, the riots of the last few years,
from 2008 to the present, stem from a more general public dissatisfaction and
unrest, which have their origin in the deepening corruption of the local govern-
ment and the public sector, the rising unemployment and the defective educa-
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tional system, the inefficiency of the European Union central policies, and the
global economic crisis which crashed the faltering economy of the country—
all factors that created frustration, insecurity, and despair, but also anger and
hate for the system. 
Far from either demonizing or spectacularizing the recent Greek riots, I
would, therefore, like to place them in the theoretical scheme I mentioned above
and to draw comparisons from similar protest performative practices elsewhere,
which also derailed into riot, such as the L.A. riots of 1992, the London riots of
August 2011, and the Vancouver riot of June 2011. Despite the difference in
cause, what was most emphasized in all three cases was their performance aspect,
especially in the sense of the lust of the camera and the media. In similar fashion,
the Greek riots were heavily captured by the camera lens and a number of film
documentaries have already emerged and publicly shown at the Thessaloniki In-
ternational Documentary Film Festival, in March 2012. I shall not argue at this
point on the pros and cons of such documentaries, but I am only using the refer-
ence in order to underscore the performative and spectacular dynamic of the
protest event in itself, which attracts visual recording. I shall now proceed to
enumerate some of the major protest manifestations and the Greek commemo-
rative or activist rites, marches, and assemblages since 2008:
Mourning and commemorative assemblages with candle lighting and flower
wreaths were performed after the murder of the young Alexis Grigoropoulos in
December 2008, the death of the three bank employees in May 2010, the burning
down of historic buildings in February 2012, and a senior citizen’s public suicide
the following month.
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Candle commemoration for Alex’s death
The killing of young Alexis generated more performative activity, compris-
ing theatrical happenings and interventions, one of which was the provocative
baring of their behinds by Alexis’s friends in front of the Police Station as sym-
bolic condemnation of the murder of their friend.
Growing dissatisfaction with the Greek government policies of adminis-
tration and the deteriorating world politics led the citizens of Athens to the
spectacular burning of the municipal Christmas tree set up in Syntagma Square
(the heart of the city) in December 2008. The Mayor of the town decided to
have the burnt tree replaced by a new one and have, it this time, guarded by
the riot police. The citizens responded by trimming the replacement tree with
rubbish.  
192 Elizabeth Sakellaridou
Candle commemoration for Alex’s death
Riot police guarding second Christmas treeBurning Christmas tree
In response to the recent Spanish demo model of the Indignados, square
squatting was performed by the “indignant citizens” movement in Athens, Thes-
saloniki, and other major cities of the country from June to August 2011, in protest
for the second austerity measures package for the bailout of the Greek economy.
The sites were eventually evacuated by force through police intervention.
The internationally known French theatre director Ariane Mnouchkine, who
happened to be in Greece at that time with her troupe Théâtre de Soleil for the
Athens Festival of 2011, joined the protest with a symbolic theatrical parade,
carrying a huge “Democracy” doll through the streets of Athens to Syntagma
square, where the indignant citizens’ sit-in was taking place.  
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Movement of indignant citizens
Parading Democracy doll
In 2011, the great national parade, taking place annually in Thessaloniki on
October 28 was averted until the authorities (including the President of the Re-
public) were driven away by the protesting citizens, who, subsequently, self-ad-
ministered the ceremonial programme, applauding the parade and participating
in it themselves. 
All these peaceful demonstrations reflected the citizens’ willing participation
as conscious actors in anti-authority collective performances and as managers
of the spectacle of public anger and disapproval. Orchestrated gestures, dance
movements, drum beating and calls, together with an assortment of props such
as banners and flags, scarves and hats, dolls, protective masks and face-whitening
heightened the performance quality of the gatherings, bringing art and activism
together for the formation of a new aesthetic of political intervention, more or
less in the ways advocated and theorized in recent publications such as Baz Ker-
shaw’s The Radical in Performance (1999) and David Schlossman’s Actors and
Activists (2002).
Far clearer in its semiotic potency was the dressing code of the anarchist
groups in their black hooded tracksuits and backpacks, the extreme-right groups
in their own distinct self-styling, and the riot police ostentatiously bearing their
full riot gear. The costume and props of these latter groups already signaled the
bellicose performativity of a war-play to begin, by vivid contrast to the peaceful
and festive tone characterizing the behavioral attitude of the majority of the
protesting crowd.  
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Anti-tear gas face protection
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Protester with drum
Ritual drum confrontation
Who exactly started the provocation in each particular incident of violent
clash—the “pigs” or the “thugs”—does not really matter. Reportedly, all aggres-
sive groups were well-rehearsed in their roles and had a pre-designed plan and
timing of performance. Screening through the dramatized interviews in the recent
British play Riots (2011), written “from spoken evidence” by Gillian Slovo and
staged in London in November 2011—that is, only a few months after the Lon-
don riots of August 2011, one gets precisely the same image of mutual hate and
war politics from both sides. In the case of the Greek riots, police aggression
and brutality was as well recorded in the media news as was the rioters’ hurling
of stones and petrol bombs, targeted against banks and international chain stores.
About a month later, security-camera recordings from the looting of stores were
released in the press, thus revealing yet another aspect of the performance of
street violence: the action of the looters. At the same time, the internet circulated
an abundance of privately taken photos and video-shots as well as individual
narratives of and commentaries on the events. 
A more systematic processing of the events was presented in seven docu-
mentaries, which were shown at the 2012 Thessaloniki International Documen-
tary Film Festival. They all indicted, in one way or another, the official govern-
ment reports, which were also backed up by the majority of the media. Those
were:
● Children of the Riots by Christos Georgiou
● Crisis by Nikos Katsaounis
● Docville: Syntagma Square by Katerina Patroni
● Greece I am in a Difficult Position by Serafim Dousias
● Indignados by Tony Gatlif
● Oligarchy by Stelios Kouloglou
● 155 Sold by Giorgos Panteleakis
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Looters in Athenian stores
These short films were shown in packed houses, to delirious audiences, and
their enthusiastic reception obviously proves the assertion of one of the partici-
pating film-directors, the French Tony Gatlif (director of the film Indignados)
that “there are many democratic cameras through which film-makers can record
the truth” (Krassakopoulos 11). 
However, the distribution and the viewing capacity of these short documen-
taries are very limited, whereas the media and especially the TV have massive
access to the eyes and brains of the citizens. In line with other reports from else-
where in the world about the mishandling and distorting of the news by the TV
on other occasions, I want to bring in my own testimony of the Greek State TV
(ERT) coverage of the dramatic escalation of violence in the streets of Athens
during the night of February 12, 2012, at the time when the Greek Parliament
was convening to vote for the second wave of austerity measures that the IMF
and the European Commission demanded from the Greek Government in order
to release the second rescue package for the Greek economy. For a long time, the
live coverage of the dramatic events consisted of a split image, which showed si-
multaneously, the parliamentary debate and the legislative procedure going on in
the House of Parliament, and the violent counter-action taking place outside, in
the streets of the city. One might say that this was a balanced presentation of the
double theatre of events. At closer scrutiny, however, one could detect the treach-
erous politics of the camera’s mediation of reality. From all street activity, the
camera had selected to focus almost steadily on the blazing historic building on
Stadiou Street, while the droning voice of the speaker lamented the complete de-
struction of a major sample of the Athenian architectural heritage together with
the disappearance of two of the oldest movie-theatres of the city of Athens. All in
all, the message deriving from the left side of the camera split was that the whole
of Greek culture outside the Parliament was in danger—that it was actually col-
lapsing—at the same time that the economic future of the country was being at
play among the assembled politicians in the House. The spell-bound TV watcher
was deviously led to agree in advance with the parliamentary decision taken later
that night; that is, to comply with the disastrous demands of the IMF and the Eu-
ropean Commission as the only viable solution for the rescue of Greece. 
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Burning building in Athens
The official TV performance politics that night proved the media’s complicity
in the fabrication and intensification of a climate of fear and insecurity among
the Greek citizenry. Paraphrasing Frank Furedi’s analysis in The Culture of Fear
Revisited (2006), the people were led to an accommodation of powerlessness and
fatalistic low expectations (177-78). Or—to borrow from Chris Erickson’s more
recent study of this phenomenon in The Poetics of Fear (2012)—“the manic chaos
of threat [can be] overwhelming and paralyzing” (Erickson 10).
Newer reports about the extent of damages to buildings the very next day
showed how misleading the previous night’s coverage was. The two prematurely
lamented cinemas were quite unharmed, because they were actually housed in
another building behind the one that was badly burned, and only their corridor
entrances, which led to the street through an arcade of the burned building in
front, were damaged. Obviously, the target of the rioters was not the cultural her-
itage of Athens but the luxury stores and the Euro Bank that occupied the ground
floor of the destroyed buildings respectively. A third historic cinema a few blocks
away, that had also been reported as destroyed, also proved to be a random victim
of a fire, which obviously targeted the Starbucks chain branch housed at the cor-
ner of the same building. 
As a politicized flâneur, I walked the streets of Athens just two weeks after
the riots broke out and examined for myself the extent of the damage. It was clear
that the mythology of fear woven by the media, hinting at a dark conspiracy
against the cultural heritage of Greece, was the outcome of their performance of
spectacular manipulation that facilitated the suppression of public unrest designed
by the Greek Government, which, in its turn, was acting along the performative
tactics of the European Union and the global marketing system.
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Riot police scare
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The misinformation spread by the media is finely reflected in the dramatic
and highly sentimentalized style of the Guardian Weekly’s report:
By the time Athenians awoke, the historic heart of their ancient city resem-
bled a war zone. Shops lay looted, their shutters shattered and smashed.
The charred remains of two of the oldest cinemas smoldered as newspapers
proclaimed the vote had been passed. (Smith and Taylor ) 
Quite by contrast, the French Libération chose a more sober and logically
constructed political discourse in its interpretation of the violent events, one that
filtered the surface performance of chaos and catastrophe and sought for deeper
and more lasting positive results:
Beyond an emotional anger discharged in the destruction of the symbols of
oppression there develops a transparent anger of the fighters who refuse to
give up their own lives for the benefit of the bank mafia and its logic of
“mad money.” Through the assemblages of immediate democracy, the
movement of civil disobedience, the movement “won’t pay” and the first
instances of self-administering, a new Greece is emerging at this moment,
which refutes the tyranny of the market for the benefit of the people.
(Vaneigem and Youlountas 2012, my trans.)
Starbucks: a bomb target
In comparison, it is also interesting to see how discursive accounts of the
L.A. riots of 1992 and the recent Vancouver hockey riot of 2011 also demystify
the phenomenal reality of the violent events, since this mediated “reality” is
mainly received via the news reports or the TV camera. In his article “News,
Television, and Performance: the Case of the Los Angeles Riots” (1998), Ian
Watson succinctly points out that “the ‘frame’ of television news broadcasting”
turns the events into “a performance before the cameras” and the medium into
“as much a producer as a reporter of action.” A much more intense—even radi-
cal—skepticism about the role of the camera is expressed by Michael Gurstein
in an internet report of the hockey riot in Vancouver entitled “Riot as Perform-
ance Art.” After commenting on the crowd’s readiness to take photos, on the po-
lice’s unnecessarily heavy riot costume, and the story about the prior set-up of
the burning of a police truck, Gurstein concludes that “this wasn’t a riot. It was
a performance with much of the violence . . . being done for photo capture and
transmission rather than out of devilry, rage or simple youth destructiveness. . .
. What is televised will not be the revolution” (2011).
His further analysis of what he perceived as the performative setup of this
riot is of particular interest because it gives clues for the reading of the complex
situation of the Greek riots as spectacle, its reception by the public, and its media
representation. Continuing his commentary Gurstein (2011) argues that:
the set pieces with the police—them attacking and folks running/resisting/
fighting was most certainly “spectacle.” However, the role of cameras and
their links into broader FB/SMS/Youtube distribution—the posing, the self-
posing, the staging and so on and so on was, I think, a very significant (new)
element broadening out the notion of the spectacle—this wasn’t just about
the gaze it was equally about the self-regard involved in taking a totally ex-
posed (to the world) picture of yourself with a cell phone in front of a burn-
ing police car. . . . 
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Taking photos in the aftermath of the Athens riots
I shall particularly focus on the narcissistic element implied in this quote,
which emphasizes the self-satisfaction and the delight derived from the per-
formative aspect of riot participation. It is, however, precisely this performa-
tivity, the “as if” of spectacularization, which can also become subject to dan-
gerous manipulation and distortion in the hands of authorities and which can
be thrown back to the people as a mythology of fear and, therefore, as a weapon
of suppression. As a Greek citizen told the Guardian “today we are not even
allowed to protest. I carry this [wooden baton] around to protect myself from
the police and thugs who hijack our demonstrations” (Smith and Taylor 5). It
is true that many citizens avoid demonstrations in the fear that they will derail
into violence, rioting, and looting: that peaceful street performance will be
taken up by extreme bellicose groups (be it the riot police or extremist rioters’
groups), determined to give performances of physical clash, promoting vari-
ously motivated politics of chaos and fear. As stated in the recent volume Per-
formance and the City (2009), “the politics of ‘performance and the city’ are
broad and complicated,”  but perhaps not as just an innocuous “subjective con-
struct, ‘performed’ at multiple sites, continually renegotiated,” as Garner’s
quoted statement seems to suggest (Hopkins et al. 2). There seems to be ampler
truth in Baz Kershaw’s ominous warning that “performance beyond theatre
provides powerful sources for the radical, paradoxically because its excesses
are more directly shaped by the cultural pathologies that threaten radicalism
in the theatre” (Kershaw 16, emphasis added).
Can the angry citizens of Greece regain control over their (self-adminis-
tered) performance of protest and peaceful civil disobedience? And can they
do this without the help of some “honest democratic cameras” in this age of
mediation and remediation of information and reality? Perhaps, the protesters
need to reconsider their slogan at the Syntagma Square “occupy” movement
that “cameras and democracy do not go together” (Krassakopoulos 11). Per-
haps, they will need to revise their politics of resistance and form an alliance
with such independent democratic cameras (as the ones that generated the op-
positional documentary films shown at the Thessaloniki Festival) in order to
best fight, through a new, more sophisticated performance and spectacle aes-
thetic, against the performative politics of the enemy: the authorities and the
official media behind them. By renovating its tactics this “performance from
below” can “renegotiate the urban [and the national] archive”; it can work
“against [the] too easy transformation of the messy conflicts of the urban reper-
toire into the apparent fixity of civic and national mythologies” (Hopkins et
al. 6, 8). 
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